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 Chapter 8 
 Gates, Gaps, and Intergenerational Mobility: 
The Importance of an Even Start 
 Timothy  M.  (Tim)  Smeeding 
 Abstract  This chapter focuses on how intergenerational mobility is affected by 
children’s earliest life experiences from conception through preschool. These expe-
riences are important because of their effects on outcomes later in life. One conse-
quence is that intervening early is the most cost-effective way to put a child on 
course to pass through the gates that determine adult success and thereby reduce 
differences in mobility among children born in different circumstances. Using a 
life-cycle model, we examine the evidence on trends in factors that affect child 
development. The evidence we assess leads to the conclusion that opportunity and 
mobility are declining for lower and even middle class children as changes in family 
life, parenting practices, economic inequality, unresponsive social institutions, and 
increasingly economically homogeneous neighborhoods all point to a serious 
decline in the factors that are associated with greater mobility. We conclude that the 
decline in opportunity and mobility for current generations of American children is 
likely the biggest negative effect of the continuing U.S. inequality boom in income, 
wealth, and consumption. The paper ends by outlining a series of policies that would 
help restore opportunity in America by intervening early in the life course. 
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 Introduction: How Can We Make the Start More Even? 
 Efforts  to  address  economic opportunity are not enough as we seek to improve 
American society. That’s because addressing economic opportunity does not deal 
with another problem: a lack of  intergenerational mobility (IGM) . Without more 
widespread opportunities to improve  childhood outcomes and do a better job of 
building  human capital for all children, we are not likely to see a systematic increase 
in relative social and economic intergenerational mobility—movement up (or down) 
in socioeconomic class within a family from one generation to the next (see, for 
instance, Jencks and Tach  2006 ; Smeeding  2015 ). 
 Policy makers concerned about IGM need to think about how to overcome barri-
ers in order to create more opportunity for those left behind and how to make greater 
opportunity translate into more mobility. In the parlance of the  Opportunity in 
America project, we need to open more gates to opportunity for more children. And 
we need to reduce the gaps in successful outcomes between the children of the 
haves and have-nots, with the latter passing through key transition points with posi-
tive momentum instead of confronting closed gates at each point, falling further and 
further behind. 
 To guide our analysis, we need a framework to map out progress in reducing bar-
riers that inhibit equalizing opportunity and IGM. The traditional literature on IGM 
does not help us much in this task. Most scholarly discussions of IGM focus on the 
question of income mobility for children once they have reached adulthood. Some 
of these studies tell us overall mobility has not declined in recent decades, which is 
unsurprising for an economy where income gains were widespread and living stan-
dards rose across the distribution up until the early 1980s (compare Mazumder  2015 
and Smeeding  2015 with Chetty et al.  2014 ). We also know from national and cross- 
national research that there is substantial “stickiness” at both the top and bottom of 
the U.S. IGM matrix of parental and child incomes, with about 35–40 % of children 
that start in families at the top or the bottom of the heap ending up there as adults 
(Jäntti et al.  2006 ). Finally, we know that the resource levels separating the poor 
from the rich have grown in magnitude since the inequality generation was born in 
the 1980s, meaning that even with constant mobility, the consequences of ending up 
at one end or the other of the adult outcome distribution are much greater now 
because the dispersion in outcomes is much wider due to growing  inequality in 
 income and wealth. 
 If we are to advocate for policies to enhance opportunity and improve IGM for 
the next generation, we need to look at the factors affecting today’s and tomorrow’s 
children’s chances at upward mobility, both in a relative and an absolute sense. A 
 life-cycle approach begins to do this by setting up markers of success along the road 
to greater IGM from conception onward. By viewing IGM from this perspective, we 
are able to observe factors that increase or decrease equality of opportunity and 
mobility, and therefore, those that affect gates and gaps. These include both policies 
and institutions that open or close gates, and actions and choices made by  individuals 
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that either help to reduce opportunity gaps for themselves and their children or have 
the opposite effect—to widen them. 
 In this chapter, I focus on just a few steps along this continuum but the ones that 
I believe are the most important—those earliest in life. Increasingly, scientifi c evi-
dence on  child development and success focuses on the very earliest developmental 
periods (Aizer and Currie  2014 ; Mazumder et al.  2010 ).  Thus we argue that worry-
ing about a child’s chances of success in life by starting with  preschool is not start-
ing too early but rather at least two or three steps too late. Indeed preschool is the 
fi nal step along the life cycle that we address in this chapter. 
 We begin by asking what makes a difference early in life. We consider just a 
sample of the evidence on child differences by social and economic origin that is 
accumulating in all social and behavioral science fi elds, as well as the brain sci-
ences. We then review recent changes in the fi ve most important factors that propel 
or hinder progress at early (and later) life stages:  family structure and stability ; 
 parenting practices ;  economic inequality ;  social institutions ; and  neighborhoods 
and the role of place . These factors interact with one another and together strongly 
infl uence both opportunity and mobility. We also discuss how these dynamics will 
be playing out in a very different world, one in which there is no racial or ethnic 
majority but ever-larger numbers of children of color. 1 
 The goal is to produce a healthy, active, curious, happy, and engaged child for the 
fi rst day of elementary school. With this in mind we examine how children are 
affected by these forces in three early life stages:  prenatal and family birth status; 
early home life, health, and  childcare during ages 6 months to 3 or 4 years; and fam-
ily life, neighborhood, and preschool during ages 4–6. Evidently, there are large 
gaps in outcomes related to school readiness that are systematically linked to the 
contextual factors listed above. In particular, we need to determine if the gap 
between the top and bottom of the child well-being distribution has narrowed or 
widened along this path. Finally, we will conclude with some suggestions on policy 
levers that can increase the chances of success for children born to disadvantage. 
 Throughout the chapter, we must ask what the “proper” roles of government are 
and society is in this process. How might we target public investment in children’s 
(and in some cases their parents’) development—in their education, health, safety, 
and so on—to compensate for lower private investment and less capable parenting? 
Resources can play a signifi cant role at strategic transition points in the life cycle 
(i.e., places where more investment on the part of parents or institutions can make a 
big difference in children’s outcomes). Some come early and are addressed here, 
such as parent-child interactions and the development of  cognitive skills and char-
acter (grit, social competency, perseverance, and good habits), while others come 
later in life. The latter include schooling choices, paying for college, providing 
funding to enable acceptance of an unpaid internship, direct job provision in family 
fi rms (nepotism), or helping a fi rst entrance into the housing market. But in all 
cases, disparities in child outcomes appear at the earliest stages of life. And there is 
1  See, for instance, Frey  2014 and the section entitled “The 5 Big Factors That Determine Early 
Development.” 
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ever mounting evidence that the early childhood period, when the brain is most mal-
leable, is the time where interventions for at-risk children might be most cost-effec-
tive (Heckman and Mosso  2014 ). 
 The scope of this investigation includes not only the poor but also the lower 
middle class. Stagnant earnings and fl at or falling incomes, such as those that most 
workers are now experiencing, suggest that the barriers we identify are a worry for 
strapped  middle classes , not just poor families with children (Shapiro  2015 ). There 
is a need for wages and incomes to rise in real terms for those now in the middle 
class. There is a difference between making a life on a  poverty budget that provides 
just enough to barely shelter, feed, and clothe one’s children, and one that is based 
on a budget suffi cient to support a “well raised” child. In this regard, the important 
issue of the split in these costs between parents/families and the public sector and 
even the private sector arises. 2 Hence mobility is an issue for middle class families, 
not just the poor. 
 The present study is not simply an academic one: Opportunity and  social mobil-
ity are growing popular and political issues. The belief in the opportunity to reach 
the  American Dream is being seriously questioned today. 3 It once was a strongly 
and widely held view that if you worked hard and played by the rules, you could get 
ahead in America. But that has changed. Today, only 42 % of Americans agree that 
if you work hard, you’ll get ahead, while just less than half (48 %) believe that was 
once but no longer true. Also notably, less than one-third of Black Americans 
believe that hard work gets you ahead, while one-seventh never believed this was 
true. Indeed, fl at incomes indicate hard work and recovery from the Great Recession 
have not yet paid off for the middle classes. 
 More to the point for IGM analysis, most Americans (55 %) believe that one of 
the biggest problems in the country is that not everyone is given an equal chance to 
succeed in life. And according to Galston ( 2014 ),  other  recent surveys have shown 
the same result— parents’ confi dence in their children being better off than they are 
is at or near the lowest point ever recorded:
 (W)hen the August 2014 NBC/WSJ poll asked “Do you feel confi dent or not confi dent that 
life for our children’s generation will be better than it has been for us?”, only 21 percent 
expressed confi dence, down from 30 % in 2012. During the same month, the CBS poll 
asked, “Do you think the future of the next generation of your family will be better, worse, 
or about the same as your life today?”, only 23 % responded “better” compared to fully 
50 % who said “worse.” 
 In June, CNN/ORC found that only 34 % of respondents believed that most children 
would grow up to be better off than their parents, while 63 % expected the children to be 
worse off. And the Heldrich Center at Rutgers’ Bloustein School found in August that only 
16 % of Americans expect job, career, and employment opportunities to be better for the 
2  Kirkegaard ( 2015 ) suggests that public fi nance support for U.S. children is amassed mainly in the 
tax code and therefore supports rich children much more than poor ones. Absent changes in federal 
funding to favored new investment in children, new methods to pay must be found. The new insti-
tution of Social Impact Bonds (SIBs), where the public sector pays back private investments in 
outcomes that reduce future public costs, might help in such instances. For more, see Liebman 
( 2011 ) and Costa ( 2014 ). 
3  Data collected in July and August 2014; Jones et al.  2014 . 
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next generation than for the current generation, compared with 40 % in November of 2009, 
just months after the offi cial end of the Great Recession (Galston  2014 ). 
 And families are not just imagining retrenchment, they are living it. A recent 
Brookings Institution report (Shapiro  2015 ) notes that in 2000, 16 % of households 
were headed by people without  high school diplomas , and an additional 51 % were 
headed by people without  college degrees . From 2002 to 2012, the median income 
of the group without high school diplomas declined at an average annual rate of 
2.4 % across age cohorts year after year; the median income of the group without 
college degrees fell at an average annual rate of 1 % across age cohorts year after 
year. That tells us that two-thirds of American households have suffered persistent 
income losses from 2002 to 2012, a period that included eight years of economic 
“expansion” and two years of serious recession. 
 Overall then, it appears that most Americans express signifi cant concerns about 
the economic future of their children and themselves. But they also are questioning 
their beliefs in America being an  equal opportunity society, a principle widely 
thought by many to be our highest social value. 4 Restoring opportunity in America 
has to become an important and continuing national priority. 
 What Makes a Difference Early in Life? 
 In this section, we introduce the life-cycle model. We then provide a brief review of 
what we know about early infl uences on health, behavior, and learning, establishing 
the following:
•  Child development starts at conception, infl uenced by prenatal health and intra-
uterine environment, and these factors have important longer-term effects, 
according to evidence from test of the fetal origins hypothesis. 
•  Brain development differs between rich and poor children from conception 
onward. 
•  Health status,  health care access , and parenting are the keys to successful early 
child development (after birth but before formal preschool). 
•  Poor health and bad birth outcomes make it harder for such children to catch up 
with others as life progresses according to the “dynamic complementarity” 
hypothesis. 
•  Diffi culties persist in providing high-quality preschool experiences for poor 
children. 
4  “[Only] in America is equality of opportunity a virtual national religion, reconciling individual 
liberty—the freedom to get ahead and ‘make something of yourself’—with societal equality. It is 
a philosophy of egalitarian individualism. The measure of American equality is not the income gap 
between the poor and the rich, but the chance to trade places” Reeves ( 2014 ). 
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 Gates and Gaps and the Life-Cycle Model 
 In a recent pair of cross-national research volumes, the authors and editors took the 
life-cycle approach to studying the relationship of parental education and income to 
child outcomes from birth to age 30 (Smeeding et al.  2011a ; Ermisch et al.  2012 ). 
Figure  8.1 summarizes their model of the process from birth to adulthood for one 
generation, moving across six life stages from origin (parental socioeconomic sta-
tus, or SES) to destination (children’s adulthood SES). Parental investments and 
social institutions affect each step, where intermediate gains or losses are measured 
in multiple domains. 
 This structure allowed us to combine evidence from different cohorts at different 
times, with every outcome in every country being ranked by adult educational dif-
ferences. Taken as a whole, these studies suggest a powerful effect of parental SES 
on child outcomes in health, cognitive testing, sociobehavioral outcomes, school 
achievement, and adult social and economic outcomes. Examination of standard-











Parental SocioEconomic Variables (ParentalSES) 
Measures: Education, Income, Earnings, SES, Occupation, Wealth, Employment
Table A. Variable Definitions and Examples of Proposed Measures at Different Points in the Life Course
Childhood/Early Adulthood Life Stages Birth Year (age 0-1), Early Childhood (age 2-6),
Middle Childhood (age 7-11), Adolescence (age 12-17), Early Adulthood (age 18-29)
Measures: Educational attainment, cognitive measures, socio-emotional behavior, 
employment/labor market, health/physical
Investments_t and Institutions_t 
Are assumed to be different public and private investments and institutions
contributing to children’s development that vary by country.
Adulthood (Age 30+) 
Measures: Child SES, Income, Education, Employment, Labor Market Attachment
 Fig. 8.1  A model of intergenerational transmission of advantage by life stage (Ermisch et al. 




the adult SES as measured by educational attainment, the larger the positive effect 
on children’s outcomes as they crossed each transition point. 
 The gaps among children ranked by parental education were observed from birth 
onward and did not diminish as they got older. Although in some cases the gaps 
widened, this was not always the case. Notably, the slopes of the relationships 
between parental SES and child outcomes were most steep in the United States. 5 
 The same structure facilitates the assessment of how various cohorts of United 
States children will be affected by growing gaps in parental SES (education, earn-
ings, wealth, and income). In this chapter we concentrate only on the fi rst two stages 
in Fig.  8.1 : conception and birth through early childhood. 6 
 What We Know about Early Infl uences on Health, Behavior, 
and Learning: A Very Brief Review 
 Child development starts at conception. The fetal origins hypothesis fi rst suggested 
by Barker ( 1995 ) hypothesizes that pre-birth experiences have long-term effects on 
health. Ever mounting evidence suggests that maternal impoverishment during the 
prenatal period has a substantial causal impact on infant health and long-term out-
comes (Aizer and Currie  2014 ). Behaviors (smoking, drinking, substance abuse—
each holding other factors constant) and exposure to toxins all exert a negative 
infl uence on in-utero child health, full-term birth,  birth weight , and early child well- 
being (Lien and Evans  2005 ). Exposure to harmful  environmental factors such as 
pollution, violence, and stress also take their toll on mothers and children alike 
(Currie et al.  2009 ; Currie and Walker  2011 ).  Nutritional and health effects in-utero 
are also important to long-term outcomes for children—the fi ndings of multiple 
studies suggest the growing importance of such effects (Mazumder et al.  2010 , 
 2015 ; Almond and Mazumder  2011 ; Almond et al.  2012 ; Almond and Currie  2011 ). 
 Mothers born in a high-disease environment were also more likely than other 
women to have low-birth-weight offspring and to be suffering from diabetes when 
they gave birth, suggesting a strong intergenerational environmental component to 
poor health (Almond et al.  2011 ; Aizer and Cunha  2012 ; Smeeding  2015 ). 
Disadvantaged women also have greater exposure to, and are more susceptible to, 
contagions such as seasonal infl uenza. Hence, they may be disproportionately 
affected by pandemics which, in turn, can negatively affect fetal development. 
There are a number of factors that can potentially explain disadvantaged women’s 
greater susceptibility. These include that disadvantaged women are more likely to 
5  But not all the steps were fi lled in for any one country, save Sweden, where the paper by Mood 
et al. ( 2012 ) covers all the steps in the life course. In the larger study, most outcomes were mea-
sured for only one cohort. For more, see Ermisch et al. ( 2012 ), especially Chap.  2 . 
6  In this review we draw heavily on recent reviews of the child development literature by Aizer and 
Currie  2014 ; Magnuson and Duncan  2014 ; Heckman and Mosso  2014 ; Duncan and Magnuson 
 2013 . 
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live in crowded homes, are more reliant on public transportation, are less able to 
stay home from work when ill, are less likely to be immunized, and are less likely 
to believe the infl uenza vaccine to be effective (Wooten et al.  2012 ; Sanders  2012 ; 
Quinn et al.  2011 ). Finally, women who are poor, minority, or both are also more 
likely to be the victims of domestic violence (Vest et al.  2002 ). The literature on 
 maternal health , exposure to toxins and the like, and poverty strongly suggest that 
from conception through birth, children from lower-income families are at a disad-
vantage in comparison to those born to higher-income families. 
 Moreover, there is evidence that poor birth outcomes and low birth weight have 
effects that are liable to persist through childhood and even into adulthood. In a 
recent paper, Figlio and colleagues ( 2014 ) fi nd that the effects of poor neonatal 
health on adult outcomes are largely determined early in life and continue for all 
births to rich and poor families alike and to families at all levels of educational 
attainment (Figlio et al.  2014 ). However, children with poor  neonatal health born to 
highly educated families perform much better in the longer run than do those with 
good neonatal health born to poorly educated families, suggesting that patterns of 
nurture and early child development can at least partially overcome poor health at 
birth. Their fi ndings are very much in keeping with the literature on the positive 
relationship between household income and health status in childhood and adult-
hood (Hoynes et al.  2012 ; Dahl and Lochner  2012 ) and are consistent with the 
notion that parental inputs and neonatal health are complements rather than substi-
tutes, a “ dynamic complementarity ” that we return to below. 
 Recent research has focused on understanding how environmental experiences, 
including stress and poverty, affect the underlying neurocognitive, biological, and 
physiological processes of development. This phenomenon is often referred to as 
the way that “ poverty gets under the skin.” About fi ve years ago, early research 
identifi ed abnormal levels of, and fl uctuations in,  cortisol (the “stress” hormone) as 
the primary underlying mechanism (McEwen and Gianaros  2010 ; Champagne and 
Mashoodh  2009 ; Seeman et al.  2010 ). More recently, given that stress-related, ele-
vated levels of cortisol in the mother can affect the placenta, researchers have 
focused on the potential negative effects of maternal stress on fetal outcomes. 
Comparisons of siblings suggest that those who were apparently exposed to higher- 
than- average levels of cortisol in utero have lower IQ levels at age 7 and complete 
one less year of schooling (Aizer et al.  2012 ). In some recent studies, environmental 
experiences are linked to individual differences in developmental outcomes through 
stable and permanent changes in genetic expressions (Essex et al.  2013 ). 
 Although genetic endowments are largely invariant during development, there is 
considerable change in the  epigenome —the biochemical system that regulates gene 
expression. Moreover, the epigenome has been found to be particularly responsive 
to environmental conditions, including poverty directly (Hanson et al.  2013 ; Essex 
et al.  2013 ; Boyce  2012 ; Sameroff  2010 ). Research has also found that early mater-
nal stressors are related to epigenetic changes in their children during adolescence, 
with implications for their mental health (Hanson et al.  2014 ; Knudsen et al.  2006 ; 
Shonkoff et al.  2012 ). Finally in a recent study of great importance, Noble et al. 
( 2015 ) provide the strongest evidence to date that socioeconomic disparities, 
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 particularly in income, are associated with large differences in cognitive develop-
ment. Investigating patterns in brain structure across social and economic status, 
they found that children from lower-income families had relatively large differences 
in brain surface area in comparison to children from higher-income families, likely 
predictive of future differences in cognitive development. 
 Postpartum health and development (but prior to pre-preschool) is also important 
for child outcomes (Beller  2009 ). Several studies have documented the relationship 
between the amount and type of speech directed at a child by caregivers during the 
course of a typical day and the child’s later expressive language and vocabulary 
(Weisleder and Fernald  2013 ; Rowe  2012 ). Studies of parenting and children’s self- 
regulation also point to associations between parents’ early support of their chil-
dren’s autonomy with later assessments of children’s executive function (Landry 
et al.  2006 ; Bernier et al.  2010 ). Because higher-income parents are typically better 
educated and also have more money to invest, their children tend to have better 
outcomes than children of lower-income parents (Guryan et al.  2008 ; Yeung et al. 
 2002 ; Kaushal et al.  2011 ). Further, child-parent interactions, such as those outlined 
above, may be more productive for children born healthier. In other words, prenatal 
and postpartum investments may be complementary in producing better child out-
comes (Bono et al.  2012 ; Hsin  2012 ). 
 In fact, research on the malleability of cognitive and language abilities shows 
these skills to be highly responsive to both positive  and negative infl uences (Fox 
et al.  2010 ; Shonkoff  2010 ). In effect this suggests that  newborn health and postna-
tal investments are complementary. This hypothesis, termed “dynamic complemen-
tarity,” implies that the impacts of general  parental investments , as well as  early 
childhood education on child outcomes, will be greater for children who enter the 
preschool period with higher levels of cognitive and socioemotional skills (Aizer 
and Cunha  2012 ). In particular, preschool settings that are designed to expose chil-
dren to sensitive caregiving environments should increase children’s socioemotional 
skills much more among children with more sensitive caregivers in their home envi-
ronments (Duncan  2014 ). This process of dynamic complementarity is still just a 
hypothesis, and one whose negative effects can be overcome by consistent, strong 
investments in children from the beginning of their lives, even for the most disad-
vantaged children (Cunha and Heckman  2007 ,  2008 ; Camilli et al.  2010 ; Heckman 
and Mosso  2014 ). 
 Thus, despite some uncertainty, the available evidence suggests that the conse-
quences of initial health disadvantages associated with being born to a poor mother 
are likely to be exacerbated over time without intensive policy and practice inter-
ventions. Unfortunately, children with poorer initial health endowments typically 
receive fewer postnatal investments, and the investments they do receive may be 
less effective due to dynamic complementarity. This mechanism can explain not 
only the considerable persistence of in-utero conditions in later-life outcomes, but 
also why the long-term impact of low birth weight is greater when children are born 
into poverty and other unsatisfactory circumstances (Figlio et al.  2014 ). In terms of 
the framework of this project, early gaps can easily become larger and increasingly 
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more diffi cult to reduce. However, continuous investments before the preschool 
period can still make an important difference in outcomes. 
 Preschool Investments 
 The life-cycle model leads us to the topic of preschool and its effectiveness. 
Although about 70 % of children overall have attended a preschool-like program, 
the rate is much higher among the top two quintiles of the income distribution 
(nearly 90 %) than among the three bottom-income quintiles (65 %) (Duncan and 
Magnuson  2013 ; Magnuson et al.  2012 ). Currently, about 25 % of children do not 
attend preschool at all before they enter kindergarten, while some unknown fraction 
of children are privately reared in strong developmental childcare and early educa-
tion systems from ages 1 or 2. Because lower-income children are least likely to be 
enrolled compared to higher-income children, and because income gaps in early 
development forecast lower levels of human capital accumulation, improving 
enrollment and attendance for low-income children should be a fi rst priority for 
policy. 7 But in this area, the United States pales in comparison to other nations. 
According to the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and  Development 
(OECD  2015 , chart PF3.1.A) public expenditure on childcare and early education 
services was less than 0.5 % of GDP in 2011, placing the U.S. last among rich 
OECD countries in such efforts. Surprisingly,  African-American children are, if 
anything, more likely than comparable  White children to be enrolled in school- or 
center-based care at age 5, though often of lesser quality (Magnuson et al.  2006 ; 
Magnuson and Waldfogel  2005 ). 
 Any discussion about preschool for disadvantaged children must begin with the 
much maligned, but currently irreplaceable,  Head Start program, the oldest and 
largest federally funded preschool program in the United States. Head Start not only 
provides early childhood education, care, and services for children but also tries to 
promote parental success. Although recent critical federal evaluations suggest that 
the effects of Head Start on learning and cognitive outcomes begin to fade in the 
second grade and later disappear, others defend the program as having positive 
longer- term outcomes for children and parents (Duncan and Magnuson  2011 ). 
 For instance, employing a quasi-experimental design, Sabol and Chase-Lansdale 
( 2015 ) examined whether children’s participation in Head Start promoted parents’ 
educational advancement and employment. They found that parents of 3-year-old 
Head Start children had steep increases in their own  educational attainment by the 
time the child was 6, with strong effects particularly for African-American parents. 
7  We also note that there are other demographic groups that have comparatively low levels of pre-
school enrollment—Hispanic children and children of immigrants. No doubt, part, but not all, of 
the lower rates of enrollment can be attributed to their families having lower incomes. But both 
language barriers and cultural factors are also likely infl uences that play a role in the lower levels 
of enrollment among Hispanic children and children of immigrants (Takanishi  2004 ). 
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Further, Head Start centers offering full-day service boost cognitive skills more than 
other centers, while Head Start centers offering frequent home visits are especially 
effective at raising noncognitive skills in children and adults (Cunha and Heckman 
 2008 ; Cunha et al.  2010 ; Walters  2014 ). Carneiro and Ginja ( 2014 ) provide new 
estimates of long-term impacts of Head Start on health and behavioral problems, 
suggesting that participation in the program reduces the incidence of  behavioral 
problems , health problems, and  obesity of male children as teens, lowers  depression 
and  obesity among  adolescents , and reduces engagement in  criminal activities and 
idleness for young adults. 
 What skill development strategies will likely have the greatest payoff in pre-
schools? Heckman and colleagues 8 have continued to establish that we need to bet-
ter understand the mechanisms through which successful early childhood programs 
work. And their evidence suggests those that appear to work best affect the so-called 
“ soft skills ,” social and behavioral outcomes such as character building, self- control, 
and conscientiousness, in comparison to cognitive skills which often fade out early 
in elementary school (Heckman  2012 ; Kautz et al.  2014 ). For instance, those young 
children and their parents who practice small acts of self-control fi nd it easier to 
perform big acts in times of crisis. Quality preschools and parenting coaches have 
produced lasting effects by encouraging young parents and students to observe 
basic etiquette and practice small but regular acts of self-restraint (Roberts et al. 
 2014 ). 
 Simple things like showing up also matter. Research from the Consortium on 
Chicago School Research at the University of Chicago suggests almost half of 
3-year-olds and more than a third of 4-year-olds enrolled in pre-K are “chronically 
absent”—defi ned as missing more than 10 % of days—from Chicago’s pre-K pro-
gram and, further, these absences are strongly correlated with negative outcomes in 
elementary school learning (Ehrlich et al.  2013 ). Such fi ndings reinforce the con-
nection between health and learning and, in particular, the dynamic complementar-
ity of bad health and poor early childhood education outcomes as the child transfers 
from preschool to elementary school. 
 The most encouraging news is that there are successful models of preschool on 
which to build. One example of a public preschool program that has developed 
exemplary curricula by integrating proven literacy, math, and social skills interven-
tions and then implemented them, is the  Boston Pre-Kindergarten Program (Duncan 
and Murnane  2013 ). Rigorous evaluation reveals large impacts on vocabulary, math, 
and reading but smaller impacts on executive function (Duncan and Murnane  2013 ; 
Weiland and Yoshikawa  2013 ). Another is  Chicago’s Child Parent Center education 
program . This program engages not only with the children but also with their par-
ents to foster better learning at home and to help families address the myriad chal-
lenges they face. The program comprises a dedicated parent resource teacher and a 
school community representative who engage parents both inside and outside the 
program. Students who participate in the program are better prepared for kindergar-
ten, perform better on standardized tests, are less likely to need special education 
8  Heckman et al.  2013 ; Heckman and Mosso  2014 ; Heckman and Kautz  2014 ; Kautz et al.  2014 . 
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services, and are more likely to graduate from high school and be successful in life 
(Chetty et al.  2011 ). The program is now funded in the Chicago area by a series of 
 Social Impact Bonds , where the public sector pays back private investments in out-
comes that reduce future public costs (Costa  2014 ). 
 In summary, we are fi nally coming to understand the importance of maternal and 
child health, as well as maternal behaviors related to poverty,  substance abuse , bad 
neighborhoods, stress, pollution, and  domestic violence . Together these toxic ingre-
dients make a powerful negative cocktail of dynamic complementarity that is hard 
to overcome without strong and continuous interventions as a child moves from 
birth through preschool. Further study and examination of evidence on child out-
comes are beginning to tell us not only what conditions matter, but also what treat-
ments appear to offer effective counterweights. To reduce disparities in opportunity, 
we must take advantage of these fi ndings. 
 The Five Factors That Determine Early Development 
 Here we briefl y review fi ve separate, but often highly intercorrelated, factors or 
forces that infl uence child development and, ultimately, IGM by determining 
whether the gates to opportunities are open, slightly ajar, or closed for the child. 
Unless we are able to counter the distributions of advantage and disadvantage that 
are infl uenced by each of these factors, we will not be able to meaningfully increase 
opportunity or mobility for those children born to disadvantage. We begin with the 
two most closely related factors: family structure early in life and parenting. These 
are followed by economic factors (money), social institutions, and neighborhoods. 
 Family Structure 
 Family formation and parenting practice are treated together, as they are often 
highly intertwined and because they matter a great deal from a child’s earliest days 
through adolescence and beyond. Many analysts believe that family composition 
and stability may matter even more than income for equality of opportunity and 
IGM. As  McLanahan and coauthors (McLanahan  2014 ; McLanahan and Jacobsen 
 2013 ) and Cherlin ( 2014 ) have established, we are seeing a growing parental class 
divide in America—in income, education, neighborhood, and especially family 
formation. 
 Children born into continuously married families have much higher economic 
mobility than those in single-parent families, especially those headed by unmarried 
mothers. In this regard, we must recognize the long, steady decline of  marriage . In 
1960, only 12 % of adults aged 25–34 had never married; by the time they were 45 
to 54, the never-married share had dropped to 5 %. But by 2010, 47 % of Americans 
25–34 had never married, and based on present trends, their share will be about 
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25 % in 2030 when they’re 45–54 (Wang and Parker  2014 ). This is a stunning 
decline that befuddles demographers and social policy wonks alike. The growth in 
the number of  single unmarried mothers in the United States has both been massive 
and concentrated among the least educated (no high school degree), as well as those, 
especially in their 20s, who have graduated high school and even may have some 
postsecondary education. These women are typically more educated than the men 
who fathered their children and do not want to marry men who do not have an edu-
cation or regular jobs. Some scholars believe that changes in the labor market have 
been particularly important in reducing the marriageability of undereducated men 
(Wilson  1996 ). Others argue that  incarceration and street violence have drastically 
reduced the numbers of Black men who are eligible for marriage. 9 
 Because family differences begin at birth, it is often useful to characterize the 
middle ground of an issue by looking at the extremes. If we examine both what is 
considered to be the best and the worst ways to become a parent, we can better 
understand the genesis of “diverging destinies” (McLanahan  2014 ; McLanahan and 
Jacobsen  2013 ). The “best” way to become a parent is through living the American 
Dream. The process is the same for men and women alike: Finish school, fi nd a 
decent job, fi nd a partner you can rely on, make plans for a future together including 
marriage as a commitment device (see Lundberg and Pollak  2013 ), and then have a 
baby. Following this path will likely mean that parents are age 25 or older, more 
educated, and more likely to have a stable marriage. They have better parenting 
skills and smaller families, along with more income, auxiliary benefi ts, and assets 
to support their children. For their children, these characteristics translate into open 
gates for opportunity. 
 At the other extreme, the step “have a baby” (between the ages of 16 and 22) 
moves to the top of the list, preceding all the other steps. These parents typically 
have not fi nished school, do not have a steady or well-paying job, do not have a 
stable marriage or steady partnership, and likely never had a plan. They have less 
education (high school or less), are younger and less skilled, and have lower wages 
and fewer benefi ts and more multipartner fertility. The result of this personal choice 
is less social and economic stability, as well as fewer resources and opportunities for 
their children (Smeeding et al.  2011b ; Carlson and Meyer  2014 ; Smeeding  2015 ). 
For single women under 30, almost 70 % of pregnancies are also unintended 
(Sawhill  2014 ). And there is now strong evidence that  unintended pregnancies pro-
duce poorer outcomes in children (Ibid.). 
 Changes in fertility/marriage, cohabitation/divorce, maternal employment, and 
maternal education are therefore reinforcing differences in income inequality (see 
below) and further reducing IGM among children. Perhaps the relationship between 
children and their mothers is the most important mechanism of how families affect 
development. Better educated women are more likely to obtain jobs with higher 
earnings and family leave benefi ts, allowing these mothers to invest more time and 
9  Justin Wolfers, David Leonhardt, and Kevin Quealy. “1.5 Million Missing Black Men,”  New York 
Times , April 20, 2015,  http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2015/04/20/upshot/missing-black-
men.html?abt=0002&abg=0 
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money in their children. They are also more likely to have fewer children, and 
 children born later in life. Mother’s age at childbirth matters because it is a strong 
indicator of the child’s future economic mobility. 
 Parenting 
 The quality of parenting is also highly unequal because of differences in parental 
endowments with respect to skills (type and amount) and economic resources 
(income and wealth). Hours spent reading to a young child or talking with a young 
child make a big difference in later outcomes. Soft skills such as confl ict resolution 
or how to respond to setbacks are also usually better taught by those who have those 
skills—typically those with more education. And, of course, parental educational 
attainment is highly correlated with childhood education; high-skill parents not only 
realize the value of education but also make every effort to make sure their children 
succeed in reaching a high level of educational attainment. 
 Top-quintile spending on children’s’ enrichment (special classes, music, camps, 
and other experiences) is now almost $8900 per year, three times that of low-income 
quintile parents, who spend about $1320 on the same goods and services (Kaushal 
et al.  2011 ). These differences, confi rmed in multiple studies, suggest that long 
before preschool, children born to highly educated and stable families acquire 
strong foundations in both cognitive and behavioral skills. 10 Using a composite 
measure of parenting quality, 11 researchers have established that the children of par-
ents in the lowest quartile (lowest one-fourth) do worse on multiple outcomes at 
every stage of the life cycle in comparison to those born to the highest-quartile 
parents, with differences in success rates on the order of 30–45 % at  each stage. 
 Economic Inequality: Money Matters—A Lot 
 There is a range of opinions about general trends in IGM, the trends in top-decile 
and bottom-decile income mobility, and the complicated relationship between 
income/wealth inequality and IGM. Nonetheless, almost all researchers agree that 
because differences in parental incomes between the top and bottom quintiles have 
grown substantially, the stakes for remaining at the bottom or the top of the distribu-
tion are now much larger, even with constant mobility parameters, because the 
rungs of the income ladder are much further apart. Figure  8.2 uses the Congressional 
Budget Offi ce ( 2011 )  estimates of after-tax and transfer incomes for families with 
10  Readers should consult Kalil et al.  2012 ; Philips  2011 . 
11  The Reeves and Howard ( 2013 ) parenting scale is based on Children of the National Longitudinal 
Survey of Youth “HOME” assessments at various life stages, which includes pictures, observation, 
interviews, etc., as well as information about literacy activities. 
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children to show that the  family income gap rose by almost $113,000, or 115 %, 
from 1979–2010. 12 This is a huge change across a fairly short time span.
 This fi gure raises an important question: Should we be more concerned about 
relative or absolute  mobility ? The former refers to how children rank in terms of an 
outcome variable such as income relative to their parents’ rank; the latter refers to 
the level of income that a child achieves and whether it is higher or lower than their 
parents’ incomes (see Chap.  13 ). For example, do we care about absolute class gap 
or relative class gaps in child outcomes? In Fig.  8.2 , both the top- and bottom- 
quintile children are better off in income terms in 2010 than in 1979, but the gap 
between them has widened. However, fully half of the gain in real incomes in the 
bottom 20 th percentile is because of the increase in the cost of insured health care, 
which is assigned to the poor as income. Of course, the cost of  health care insurance 
rises for the other quintiles, too, but is a much smaller fraction of their incomes and 
income gains (CBO  2011 ), hence overstating the income gains to the poor. 
12  Because of the growth in the very top income shares, how much is it driven by the top 1 % in any 
given year? If we use the mean of other percentiles to gauge the change at the top, then how much 
smaller or bigger are the differences between top and bottom? The gap between the bottom and the 
top, where the top is the 81st–90th, grows $48,900, or 49.9 %, over this period; the gap using the 
91st–95th percentile as the top grows $68,800, or 70.1 %. And if the top is the 96th–99th percen-




















 Fig. 8.2  After-tax and transfer disposable income for households with children: mean income in 
bottom, middle, and top quintiles, 1979–2010 (Source: Congressional Budget Offi ce,  http://www.
cbo.gov/sites/default/fi les/cbofi les/attachments/44604-AverageTaxRates_Supplemental.xlsx ) 
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 Further, Fig.  8.2 shows that middle class children 13 are losing more ground rela-
tive to top-end children than are those at the bottom relative to the middle. The top- 
to- middle gap has expanded from $68,600 to $169,300, or by over $100,000, from 
1979–2010, while the middle-to-bottom gap rose from $29,500 to $41,900, or by 
about $12,400, over this same period. 14 It therefore appears that the top-end children 
are leaving the middle (and everyone else!) behind and helps explain why most 
“middle class” Americans worry about their children’s future socioeconomic status, 
and why we see consistent calls for inclusive prosperity and shared growth (Summers 
and Balls  2015 ). 
 In a world where wages for most education groups are fl at, as  David Autor ’s 
( 2014 ; Fig.  8.2 ) recent review of full-time workers makes clear, one fi nds that 
incomes and wages are stagnant or worse for undereducated men, not to mention 
relatively fl at wages over the past decade even for men who are college graduates. 
This phenomenon also emerges for women since 2007 (Fig.  8.3 ). Even if women’s 
wages at the bachelor’s degree level have fl attened since the Great Recession, wom-
en’s rising wages over the longer term are in contrast to men’s, except for the most 
educated men with post-bachelor’s degrees. Beyond the diverging patterns of indi-
vidual wages, the increase in  assortative mating —whereby members of the same 
social and economic class are more likely to marry each other—substantially com-
pounds income differences across families. 15 Evidently, these “mated” high-skill 
parents are at a substantial advantage in comparison to lower-income men or women 
who fail to marry or partner and have only a single income to support their 
families.
 If anything, the Great Recession likely has made differences in wages and 
incomes much worse, as we see increasingly widespread differences in employment 
and wages by education and age, with income gains mainly above the bachelor’s 
degree level, where the IGM correlation of parents and kids’ education is highest 
(Fig.  8.3 ; Torche  2011 ). Cross-national research suggests that the premiums in pay 
for the highest educated are the largest in the U.S., meaning that the minority who 
attain a bachelor’s degree and beyond do most well in the U.S. labor market com-
pared to their lesser educated counterparts (Autor  2014 ; Blanden et al.  2014 ; 
Ermisch et al.  2012 ). Much of this difference comes from the lack of progress in 
educational attainment in the United States compared to other rich nations (OECD 
 2014 ). 
13  Middle class children are those in households with the mean income of middle-quintile families 
with children. 
14 Again, the reader must be careful as most of the gains in the lowest income class over this 
period—just about half—can be attributed to including the value of Medicaid and the State 
Children’s Health Insurance Program in the incomes of households with children, where the value 
of Medicaid is far above the willingness of these households to pay for it. 
15  One can perform this operation by combining the incomes of men and women at each education 
level in Figure  8.3 , producing a perfectly assortatively mated outcome by educational attainment 
that looks much like Figure  8.2 . McCall and Burke ( 2014 ) show that the combined earnings rank-
ings of husbands and wives at the upper end is actually a total sum of 160–170 (where husbands 
and wives are ranked by earnings quintiles from 10 to 100). 
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 Of course, both earned incomes matter for all  two-parent families . For families 
with children under 14, the United States has by far the largest number of two- 
parent full-time workers among the rich OECD countries. Nearly 60 % of children 
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 Fig. 8.3  Changes in real wage levels of full-time U.S. workers by sex and education, 1963–2012 
(Reproduced from Autor  2014 ) 
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U.S., far more than in most other nations. For instance, German and Dutch couples 
with dual full-time earners represent less than 20 % of all two-parent working 
households. 16 But because of the Great Recession and the high rates of long-term 
unemployment that are still present, along with the disappearance of middle-wage 
jobs, maintaining steady full-time work is often diffi cult (Kenworthy and Smeeding 
 2014 ). Also, changes in housing markets and plant closings have led to a situation 
where, if one parent loses his or her job, the family is not able to move to another 
location due to the risk of selling their home at a loss or giving up the one remaining 
job that they have. In fact, the growth of low-wage service jobs since the Great 
Recession fi ts well with the U.S. having by far the largest number of workers who 
work weekends and evenings (Hamermesh and Stancanelli  2014 ). There is also evi-
dence that median incomes rose from 1979, and especially from 2000 to 2007, in 
the United States due almost exclusively to added hours of work and not higher 
wages (Mishel  2013 ). These work patterns pose both economic and time costs on all 
parents who are also raising children, especially on single parents. 
 Although money matters, as we have established above, it is not just about 
income.  Consumption and  wealth also matter (Fisher et al.  2015 ). When one looks 
at the placement of children across the consumption and wealth distributions, we 
fi nd that they are located in very different parts of the distribution compared to the 
positions of elders and childless adults. Children are overrepresented in the bottom 
half of all of these distributions, leading to concerns about their upward mobility, 
certainly in comparison to the minority of advantaged children who are located at 
the top of the wealth and consumption scales. 
 None of the current analyses of inequality or IGM have captured the full effect 
of net worth (assets, debt, and wealth) on consumption or income by considering all 
three measures of well-being simultaneously for the same households—although 
we know that each gives a different and important perspective on the distribution of 
economic well-being, and, most likely, a different outcome when considering the 
effects of inequality on IGM (Pfeffer  2011 ). For instance, recent work by Pfeffer 
and Hällsten ( 2012 ) and the Federal Reserve’s Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF) 
(Yellen  2014 ) show that since 2001 (with wealth measured in early 2013), wealth 
inequality had increased and income inequality with it, especially at the top. And 
overall fi nancial wealth has increased by 20 % since the time of both surveys, 
mainly to the benefi t of those with the highest wealth levels. In particular, Pfeffer 
and Hällsten ( 2012 ) establish that the impact of parental wealth on children partly 
operates through its insurance-like effects for children (i.e., a “private family safety 
net”). Higher wealth creates the ability to purchase higher-quality childcare (e.g., a 
nanny), to afford higher-priced homes for better quality local preschools, or to pay 
16  OECD Family Policy Database  2014 . Chart LMF1.1.A “Children in couple households by 




for tuition for private preschools. 17 Reeves ( 2013 ) and Smeeding ( 2014 ) refer to this 
as the  “glass fl oor” effect , and it makes a difference from childbirth onward. 
 Social Institutions 
 In the United States, as in other rich nations, we are aware of a set of social institu-
tions and social policies that are intended to ameliorate some of the differences in 
opportunity that come from differences in private incomes and wealth. The two 
most important are health care and public education (in the present case, high- 
quality preschools). 18 The major social institution that almost all children experi-
ence from conception through preschool is the  health care system , especially the 
pediatricians and other health professionals who are a part of that system. The U.S. 
health care system does not yet provide high-quality care to all of its poor and 
middle class children. The availability of such care is especially important for chil-
dren who are born with chronic exposure to toxins (e.g., lead), as well as parental 
smoking, alcohol, and substance abuse. Hence the children who would most benefi t 
from high-quality, chronic-illness-oriented health care are the ones least likely to be 
receiving it. The passage and start of the  Affordable Care Act may in time make a 
difference in patterns and continuity of care, but much can be done to improve it. 
 The second institution is the school system, including both subsidized and pub-
licly provided early childhood education. The interaction between parental and 
child education has been studied at least back through Becker and Tomes ( 1979 , 
 1986 ). Tests of their model by others (e.g., Solon  2014 ) have established that inter-
generational correlations in socioeconomic status (or IGM) in later life can arise 
from the greater knowledge and fi nancial ability of better-off parents to invest in 
their children’s human capital, from children’s genetic or cultural inheritance, or a 
combination of all. 19 Hence, in the opinions of many analysts, the schooling system, 
including preschool, often serves to reinforce existing patterns in IGM that are the 
consequence of differences in parenting, family stability, and parental education, as 
well as economic differences (Reardon  2011 ). 20 
17  These differences also work well later in life to fi nance 529 college savings plans and pre-fund 
college with tax-free interest and capital gains, as well as the greater ability to do more for well-
timed inter-vivos transfers, especially for the following generations. See Kirkegaard  2015 ; Fisher 
et al.  2015 . 
18  For poor children, one might add the legal and child protective service system, the child support 
system, and the childhood disability systems, but they are beyond the scope of this chapter. 
19  Because these different sources of intergenerational status transmission produce similar empiri-
cal results, distinguishing the processes from one another is therefore a diffi cult task. But new 
research by Seshadri et al. ( 2014 ) presents a model of human capital accumulation that isolates the 
direct effect of parents’ human capital on children’s human capital and fi nds substantial evidence 
of strong parental spillover effect on children’s educational attainment. 
20 Also Sean F. Reardon, “No Rich Child Left Behind,” The Great Divide,  New York Times , April 
27, 2013,  http://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2013/04/27/no-rich-child-left-behind/ 
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 Finally, the methods by which health care and schooling are supported by public 
policy in the United States differ substantially from those in other developed nations. 
Instead of direct and universal open access to health care and preschool, we regres-
sively subsidize these and other goods such as housing in good neighborhoods and 
college expenses using income tax subsidies that benefi t the rich far more than the 
poor (Kirkegaard  2015 ). 
 Neighborhoods and the Role of Place 
 Neighborhoods and residential contexts clearly affect prospects for IGM. Previous 
research by Sharkey ( 2013 ) and others suggests that  economic segregation can at 
least in part explain IGM patterns. School quality, exposure to community violence, 
elements in the physical environment (air pollution, noise, lead), and long-term 
exposure to neighborhood disadvantage can and do affect academic trajectories, 
child cognitive development, and later economic outcomes as seen above (Aizer 
and Currie  2014 ). For those living in a high-poverty neighborhood, the odds of fall-
ing down the income ladder as adults—being worse off than their parents—are 
50 % on average, even for those children who have not grown up in a poor family. 
In other words, neighborhoods matter in terms of schooling and other attributes; 
structural clustering of disadvantages contributes to these factors reinforcing each 
other to produce bad outcomes, above and beyond the contributions of individual 
families’ characteristics. In fact, a recent study by Chetty and Hendren ( 2015 ) con-
cludes that “neighborhood effects are substantial, especially for children in low- 
income families. The county in which a child grows up explains nearly half as much 
of the variation in his/her earnings as his/her parents’ incomes.” 
 Declining manufacturing sector employment in inner cities, accompanied by the 
outmigration of Whites and the rising Black middle class in the 1990s and 2000s, 
left behind pockets of concentrated disadvantage (Wilson  1987 ,  1996 ; see also 
Chap.  2 ). From 1980 to 2010, economic segregation by neighborhood grew, while 
racial segregation per se changed by little. These poor and still racially segregated 
neighborhoods are characterized not just by high rates of poverty and crime, but 
also by high rates of unemployment,  single parenthood , and multiple-partner fertil-
ity (Kneebone  2014 ). And while these neighborhoods were heavily populated by 
Blacks in the ’80s and ’90s, Murray ( 2012 ) shows similar patterns in formerly 
White middle class neighborhoods as well. Of course there are good urban neigh-
borhoods, with clean parks and play spaces, new schools and childcare centers, 
readily available high-quality health care, and little crime. But these are largely 
occupied by well-to-do parents who pay housing and property tax prices to segre-
gate themselves and their families (Brodmann and Massey  2014 ; Kirkegaard  2015 ). 
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 The Changing Race and Ethnicity of American Children 
 There are stark differences in mobility rates for different racial groups, especially 
between Whites and African-Americans. Half the Black children growing up in 
families in the lowest income quintile remain stuck there as adults (51 %), com-
pared to just one in four Whites (23 %) (Smeeding  2015 ). Mobility is also lower for 
Hispanic children than White children. Research on differences in mobility between 
Blacks and Whites reveal stark differences: On average, Blacks experience less 
upward mobility and Whites experience less downward mobility. In fact, Whites are 
on average 20–30 percentage points more likely to experience upward mobility than 
are Blacks. Mazumder ( 2014 ) fi nds that Black men raised in middle class families 
are 17 percentage points more likely to be downwardly mobile than are White men 
raised in the middle (38 % of Black men fall out, compared with 21 % of White 
men). A range of personal and background characteristics—such as parental occu-
pational status, individual educational attainment, family wealth, and marital sta-
tus—all help explain this gap. 
 We know far less about the mobility of ethnic minorities, especially immigrants, 
because they are not part of older panel datasets. For instance, the  Panel Study of 
Income Dynamics and various  National Longitudinal Surveys help assess IGM but 
are constrained by study and sample designs that began with the original adult sam-
ples in the 1960s or 1970s and followed their children, hence excluding all immi-
grant groups who have not “married into” the dataset, especially the large recent 
immigrant cohorts that are not captured at all (Duncan and Trejo  2015 ). What we 
know about Hispanic IGM, for instance, is sparse and, again, includes only those 
who emigrated before the recent immigration boom (see Duncan and Trejo  2015 ; 
Acs  2011 ). For instance, there is limited data about economic mobility among 
Hispanic families, who tend to have lower incomes compared to non-Hispanic 
Blacks and Whites but more stable family structures than do Blacks. 21 
 Most importantly, perhaps, the racial and ethnic makeup of today’s children is 
changing rapidly (Frey  2014 ). In 2011, for the fi rst time, less than half of the chil-
dren born in America were to two White Anglo-American partners. Soon most chil-
dren will be minority children, including White Anglo children. By 2050, 
Anglo-Americans will be less than half of the population (compared to aging baby 
boomers, the vast majority of whom are White Anglo-American). Hispanics, 
Asians, and multiracial populations are expected to double in size over the next 40 
years as the result of immigration, higher birth rates among minority populations 
already here, and more interracial marriages. While these changes will challenge 
the nation’s legal, political, and economic systems, they are already beginning to 
affect the youngest of the emerging majority who are just now entering our school 
systems. Indeed one should not forget that the children whose mobility we are try-
ing to improve early on are not likely to be White and Anglo-Saxon by heritage 
21  One more promising approach is for future studies to begin with the current population and trace 
back to fi nd their parental heritage instead of the other way around (Grusky et al.  2015 ). 
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(Frey  2014 ). In succeeding decades, the combination of this explosion with the 
diminishing numbers of the White Anglo baby boomers will produce intergenera-
tional competition over governmental resources (see Brownstein and Taylor  2014 ). 
 Using the Gates-Gaps Metaphor to Examine Opportunity 
and Mobility Early in Life 
 Having reviewed some of the evidence on the major economic, demographic, and 
social forces and factors that impede upward mobility for our youngest, most vul-
nerable children, we briefl y return to the three life-cycle gates. Our goal is to exam-
ine the evidence regarding trends in the distributions of opportunity and of outcomes; 
that is, in comparison to earlier cohorts, have the distributions for very young chil-
dren growing up in the twenty-fi rst century become more dispersed (i.e., greater 
inequality) or more concentrated (i.e., lesser inequality)? 
 Remember that gates represent access (open gates) or obstacles (closed gates) to 
the opportunities to accumulate human capital and to have the possibility of upward 
mobility. We have divided the early life-cycle age span into three segments, with 
endpoints chosen to match critical transition points. Now we look at the gaps at each 
point to see if they are increasing, which would signal the cumulative widening of 
differences across children as they age. We pay attention here both to the gaps we 
fi nd at each transition point and, where possible, the trends that may affect patterns 
in gaps for future generations. 
 Transition 1: Prenatal and Family Birth Status 
 The fi rst step involves being born at a normal birth weight to a nonpoor, mature 
(partnered or, better, married) mother who has at least a high school diploma. While 
we know a little about trends in life quality at birth (Aizer and Currie  2014 ), we 
know from the diverging destinies literature mentioned above that 41 % of U.S. 
births are out of wedlock (vs. 11 % in 1970) and half of all births to women under 
30 are out of wedlock (Hamilton et al.  2013 ). A majority of these births are 
unplanned as young adults “drift” into parenthood because of failed contraception 
or ambivalence about school and life goals (Sawhill  2014 ). 
 And for these parents, family complexity, defi ned here as having one or more 
children with someone who is not the birth parent of his or her earlier child, is great-
est. Multiple-partner fertility leads to very unstable lives for children and adults, 
replete with communication and coordination issues across parents, complicated 
living arrangements, and much less available time for rearing of children (Carlson 
and Meyer  2014 ; Amato et al.  2014 ). 
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 The facts are that  marriage rates have fallen for all types of parents in their 20s, 
especially for White parents who, in earlier cohorts, were much more likely to 
marry by age 30 (Murray  2012 ; Cherlin  2014 ). But, somewhat surprisingly, the 
marriage rates for college graduates have held almost constant, along with relatively 
low divorce rates, over the past 40 years. This bifurcation in family formation pat-
terns is a large component of the “diverging destinies” that young children face 
today. 
 Although  never-married motherhood is rising among all women, we see in 
Fig.  8.4 that the fraction of never-married mothers with children under 18 is more 
than 20 % for those who did not graduate secondary school and 15 % for high 
school graduates, as compared to 3 % for those with a bachelor’s degree or more. 
And these differences have been almost continually expanding over the past 40 
years. Not only is out-of-wedlock childbearing highest among the least educated, 
but these births occur mainly to younger mothers, most of whom are poor or near 
poor, and most of whom have unstable living conditions in terms of both partners 
and living conditions (Edin et al.  2012 ; Tach  2015 ). Over their lifetimes, these 
mothers have more children per woman on average than the typical mother 
(Smeeding et al.  2011b ). In contrast, well-educated parents have fewer children 
later (in marriage) under much better economic circumstances (McLanahan  2014 ; 
Sawhill  2014 ).
 Looking at unmarried mothers by education group in Fig.  8.5 , we can get at the 
differences in being raised by an unmarried parent. These fi gures suggest that out- 
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 Fig. 8.4  Never-married mothers by education attainment (Source: Brookings tabulations of the 
Current Population Survey, Annual Social and Economic Supplement. Sawhill [ 2010 ], Fig. 10, 26; 
The  Economics of Inequality, Poverty, and Discrimination in the 21st century by Robert S. Rycroft. 
Reproduced with permission of Praeger in the format Republish in a book via Copyright Clearance 
Center. Notes: The sample includes noninstitutionalized, civilian women ages 16–64 with a child 
under age 18 living in their house. Never-married mothers are those who have never been 
married) 
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(High Education) women, despite large increases among high school educated 
(Medium Education) and less educated (Low Education) women. These trends sug-
gest widening differences and are not at all reassuring. 22 To be sure, the choice to 
have an unplanned child early in life handicaps both the parent(s) and the child, 
reducing absolute and relative mobility for both (Smeeding  2015 ).
 Transition 2: Life at Early Ages, Post-Birth but before Preschool 
(6 Months to 3–4 Years) 
 In the face of low levels of education, instability, and meager income, most young 
single parents, including cohabitating mothers, live stressful lives that are neither 
good for themselves nor for their children (Aizer and Currie  2014 ). Various studies 
document that time spent with young children in reading and personal interaction is 
much more developmentally oriented in older and more educated married-couple 
families than in younger single-unmarried-mother families. These differences are 
then mirrored by large differences in early language development (Kalil et al.  2012 ; 
Phillips  2011 ). 
22  Of course one way to reduce this problem is reducing young unwanted pregnancy, which we turn 























 What is the evidence on the ways that developmental differences open up early 
in life? One important set of tests comparing children at 9 and 24 months of age was 
conducted by Halle et al. ( 2009 )  and nicely summarizes child development issues 
over this period. Halle et al. examined disparities in child outcomes at 9 and 24 
months in 2008 using the  Early Childhood Longitudinal Birth Cohort . They found 
that gaps in outcomes by race, ethnicity, parental income, and education were evi-
dent at 9 months and grew larger by 24 months. These gaps were evident across 
cognitive, social, behavioral, and health outcomes. Infants and toddlers from low- 
income families scored lower on a cognitive assessment than infants and toddlers 
from higher-income families, were less likely to be in excellent or very good health 
at both 9 and 24 months, and were less likely to receive positive behavior ratings at 
9 and 24 months. 
 Nearly half of all infants and toddlers—approximately 1.5 million children—in 
families with incomes below 200 % of poverty at 9 and 24 months of age had mul-
tiple risk factors. The most prevalent risk factors were low family income and low 
maternal education at both 9 and 24 months (see  Appendix ). Equally important, 
given the demographic changes underway in the U.S., infants and toddlers from 
more at-risk backgrounds (i.e., children from racial/ethnic minority groups whose 
home language was not English, and/or who had mothers with low maternal educa-
tion) scored lower on cognitive and positive behavior ratings (Fig.  8.6 ). In each of 
these minority groups, scores were below those for non-Hispanic White children 
and, in each case, differences were larger at 24 months than at 9 months.
 When a child is getting ready to enter preschool, his or her fi rst educational insti-
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 Fig. 8.6  Racial and ethnic cognitive disparities at ages 9 and 24 months (Source: Disparities in 
Early Learning and Development: Lessons from the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study – Birth 
Cohort (ECLS-B) – Executive Summary by Halle, Tamara, and Nicole Forry. Reproduced with 
permission of Child Trends Inc. in the format Republish in a book via Copyright Clearance Center) 
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home environment, parental skills, and behaviors as reviewed above. With respect 
to health issues, parental mental health is liable to be a major barrier to well-child 
development, along with other barriers such as poor nutrition, vision problems, 
hearing defi cits, undertreated asthma, anemia, and dental pain. These are all more 
common in low-income families, and are critical to readiness before the onset of 
formal care or schooling. 
 Transition 3: Preschool and Early Childhood Education 
(Ages 4–6) 
 The goal is to have children with pre-reading and foundational math skills and 
school-appropriate behavior by fi rst grade. More specifi cally, the goals for all early 
childhood education programs, with parental inputs and reinforcement, are to create 
a “mobility mentality” consisting of a growth mindset (the belief that success is 
learned, not preordained), instilling confi dence in children to succeed, and raising 
their aspirations, as well as those of their parents. They also need the grit and  char-
acter development to see setbacks as hurdles to overcome, not impenetrable walls, 
and the persistence, if they confront a closed gate, to fi nd ways to open it or discover 
other paths. Fostering these characteristics in children from disadvantaged back-
grounds, along with instilling in parents the ability to take these lessons home with 
them and apply them, are crucial elements. 
 But the challenge is great. Only 38 % of American 3-year-olds are enrolled in 
early childhood education programs (as compared to an average of 70 % among the 
34 richest OECD nations; OECD  2015 ). Moreover, U.S. children tend to enter early 
childhood education at age 4. Even then, only 66 % of 4-year-olds were enrolled in 
2012 (the OECD average was 84 %), a slight decrease from 68 % in 2005, when the 
OECD average was 79 %. 23 
 It is well documented that there are large gaps in early childhood education and 
school readiness by parental education and income, which were most pronounced in 
the U.S. compared to other Anglo nations and which only recently have begun to 
stabilize (Bradbury et al.  2012 ). These gaps are larger now than in the past, in part 
because parents at the top spend vastly more in time and money on developmentally 
oriented goods and activities than those at the bottom (Kaushal et al.  2011 ; Kalil 
et al.  2012 ). We know that high-quality early childhood education programs are 
critical for development. Quality programs include productive teacher-child interac-
tions, encouragement from teachers, and opportunities to engage with varied mate-
rials. Teacher quality and retention are also key ingredients for producing better 
outcomes for disadvantaged children. But these conditions are hard to establish or 
maintain in low-income areas (Duncan  2014 ). 
23  See OECD ( 2014 ) and fi gures in the section entitled “What Makes a Difference Early in Life?”. 
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 President  Obama ’s national drive to improve early childhood education for these 
children is central to the effort to overcome these gaps but is hampered by differen-
tial state take-up rates in expanding preschool to all children ( Duncan and Magnuson 
2011 ). Cross-national research in Denmark and France, where universal early child-
hood education is the norm, shows that effective high-quality preschools do reduce 
the slope of the relationship of achievement to family education background. But 
even so, the remaining differences in both cognitive and behavioral outcomes are 
still signifi cant when outcomes are ranked by parental education (Bingley and 
Westergaard-Nielsen  2012 ; Dumas and Le Franc  2012 ). This suggests that while 
early childhood education can improve opportunity and mobility from the bottom, 
it is not by itself the “magic bullet” for achieving desirable levels of IGM. 
 Cumulative Gaps? 
 In many ways, the U.S. system of supports and institutions performs well enough to 
maintain but not reduce SES-related outcome gaps once school begins (Ermisch 
et al.  2012 ; Duncan and Magnuson  2013 ). Hence, the gap at the beginning of ele-
mentary school is key—assuming smaller gaps upon the start of grade school would 
in fact be maintained and not exacerbated. We do know from longitudinal studies 
that there are large gaps at 9 months that widen by 24 months. This is worrisome 
because cross-sectional studies reveal wide gaps based on pre-K assessments at 
ages 4–5 (see Bradbury et al.  2012 ). 24 Thus, we need effective, scalable, and repli-
cable interventions before preschool, as well as through the preschool period, if we 
are to make progress in improving mobility for children coming from disadvantaged 
backgrounds. 
 Summary 
 Essentially all the factors key to healthy child development are very much affected 
by parental circumstances at a point in time, and almost all the trends in differences 
in child development (or gaps) by parental incomes, education, and SES are on the 
upswing at early ages. Conditions at birth, family background, parenting, neighbor-
hoods, social institutions, and economic circumstances all make it more diffi cult for 
low-income children, especially minority children, to successfully cross each transi-
tion point on their way to elementary school. 
 The social policy challenges are many, and are not just situated in the health and 
learning domains; the greater challenge is that medical and educational  professionals 
24  Whereas the data we have on young children follows the same children from ages 9–24 months, 
we do not have follow-up data on the same children as they exit preschool or enter elementary 
school. 
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must interact with social services and deal with fractured patterns of family life, in 
addition to the children themselves. Effective action requires the integration of poli-
cies across the health, education, and family assistance silos if we are to become 
more successful in boosting mobility from below. 
 Policy Levers to Open Gates, Reduce Gaps, and Moderate 
Cumulative Gaps Early On 
 America is fi nally beginning to awaken to the reality that the next generation  is at 
risk. 25 But we need to pay more than lip service to make a difference in children’s 
chances for upward mobility. Moreover these challenges confront federal, state, and 
local authorities, as well as faith-based organizations, nongovernmental organiza-
tions, and even some organizations in the for-profi t sector. In this fi nal section we 
focus on some emerging green shoots of hope that need to be nurtured if we are to 
make progress in opening more opportunity gates and closing the gaps that emerge 
along the developmental trajectory. We begin with the  prevention of unwanted preg-
nancies and children who begin life with a parent who is not yet prepared. We then 
move onto other policies that can make a difference in the lives of young children. 
 Unwanted Pregnancy at Young Ages: An Agency Problem 
 Despite the somewhat gloomy data cited above, the U.S. is making some progress 
in improving children’s life chances through the reduction in the numbers of early 
unplanned pregnancies. For example, U.S. fertility is at an all-time low, reaching a 
rate of only 1.86 children per woman of childbearing age in 2013. More impor-
tantly, fertility has reached this record low because of falling birthrates among teens 
and women in their early 20s, bringing the U.S. teen pregnancy rate closer to that in 
other rich countries (Hamilton et al.  2013 ; Curtin et al.  2014 ). Much of this success 
is due to the dissemination of long-acting reversible contraceptives, which are much 
more effective than conventional birth control (Secura et al.  2014 ; Sawhill  2014 ). 
 Money Makes a Difference in Parenting 
 An important point established above is that money makes a difference, and espe-
cially so for young low-income children. An ever-growing number of studies have 
shown that refundable tax credits improve child outcomes in health, including birth 
25  This is more than 30 years after the then-Secretary of Education, Ted Bell, sounded the alarm in 
1983 with the publication of  A Nation at Risk . 
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outcomes for mothers, and the learning of young children. 26 Receiving aid from the 
 Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) , a program for needy families 
with young children, has been shown to improve childhood health and learning 
outcomes as well signifi cantly reduce the incidence of “metabolic syndrome” (obe-
sity, high blood pressure, and diabetes). For women, SNAP serves to increase eco-
nomic self-suffi ciency (Almond et al.  2011 ; Hoynes et al.  2012 ). More generally, 
supplementing incomes for low-income families with children has a large number 
of positive effects,  as  summarized by Duncan et al. ( 2011 ), Duncan ( 2014 ), and 
Cooper and Stewart ( 2013 ). Specifi cally, cash transfers from the  child tax credit and 
 earned income tax credit (EITC) and SNAP of perhaps $1500 to $2000 per child per 
year lead to better outcomes for children and parents, especially longer- term impor-
tant positive developmental effects on very young children. 
 Building on these fi ndings, one policy strategy is to push for a stronger EITC 
(including one for single adults), larger refundable child allowances, and a higher 
minimum wage (Sawhill and Karpilow  2014 ; Heinrich and Smeeding  2014a ,  b ). 
Although such a package would help mitigate poverty, there is also a critical need 
for a labor market solution that leads to more, accessible, better-paying jobs tar-
geted at the poor and nonpoor (see Chaps.  6 and  11 ). 
 Many low-income parents are stretched thin working in one or more low-paying 
jobs at odd hours, making childcare almost impossible to schedule (Reeves and 
Rodrigues  2014 ). The effects of infl exible work schedules and the lack of paid days 
off on a parent’s ability to provide emotional and physical care for young children, 
as well as the detrimental effects of parental stress on children’s cognitive develop-
ment, are all too apparent in such situations. And so another foundational element 
in parental assistance would be the enforcement of the Fair Labor Standards Act so 
that work schedules consistent with good parenting at younger ages are planned and 
maintained. 27 
 Prenatal and Early Parenting Programs 
 Because good parenting is so important for child outcomes, one should try to make 
better parents, too. But in the new policy realm of parental improvement, ideas and 
efforts so far outstrip evidence of success, with a few exceptions (King et al.  2013 ). 
The starting point is prenatal health, where young about-to-become-parents must 
learn the importance of in-utero health and the costs of some of their own habits for 
child outcomes (Aizer and Currie  2014 ). The  Nurse Home Visiting Program has 
been shown to be highly effective when properly deployed and when follow-up to 
emergent home-based problems is coordinated with local social service agencies 
26  For a nice summary see Duncan et al.  2014 ; also see Evans and Garthwaite  2014 ; Hoynes et al. 
 2012 ; Dahl and Lochner  2012 ; Milligan and Stabile  2009 . 
27  Lest we forget, the U.S. is the only rich nation without some form of national paid family leave 
post childbirth. 
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(Annie E. Casey Foundation  2014 ; Haskins et al.  2009 ; Mosle et al.  2014 ). Still, 
substantial systematic differences exist in children’s home learning experiences, 
and the few existing parenting programs that have shown promise often are not 
widely accessible, either due to the demands they place on parents’ time and effort 
or cost. The widespread use, low cost, and ease of scalability of text messaging 
make it an attractive approach to support parenting practices (York and Loeb  2014 ). 
One exemplar program that seems to clearly make a difference in mobility and par-
enting just about the time of preschool is the  Home Instruction for Parents of 
Preschool Youngsters (HIPPY) program for lower-income families with children 
ages 3–5. The program seeks to effectively train parents to be their child’s fi rst 
teacher while at the same time reducing child hyperactivity. Rigorous evaluations in 
New York found that the program signifi cantly improved child reading scores 
(Sawhill and Karpilow  2014 ). 
 The Role of the Pediatrician 
 A second major type of parental-child intervention is centered on pediatricians and 
their role in early childhood development. The pediatrician and the parent are the 
bedrock of early child health and development. It is therefore essential that the phy-
sician treat the child and the parent as a single entity. Uncovering basic health issues, 
from  allergies and  asthma to  hearing loss or  diabetes , each require not only early 
detection but also successful chronic-care interventions. The burden of the habitual 
behaviors needed to overcome childhood asthma, for instance, requires competent 
parenting and regular application of medicine, cleanliness, and a host of other tasks. 
But that care management cannot be effectively delivered if a parent suffers from 
depression or high levels of stress. Health care targeting two generations at once 
holds the promise to improve both child outcomes and parent responsiveness to 
disease management programs, especially when that care is linked to social support 
services delivered by programs like the Nurse Home Visiting Program (Glied and 
Oellerich  2014 ). Pediatricians are often well positioned to assess children’s well- 
being but usually do not ask about parental risk factors to children’s health, such as 
smoking. One example is the  SEEK Project , which trains health professionals to 
screen for parental risk factors and then refer the family to appropriate resources to 
address the problems. 
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 Preschool: The Importance of Quality 
 In addition to cognitive training, there is overlap in skills training for the labor mar-
ket and family formation among children and parents alike. Soft skills such as con-
fl ict resolution or how to respond to setbacks should be emphasized more in 
preschools  and in parenting classes (Cunha and Heckman  2007 ,  2008 ). Because we 
do not yet have a good substitute for Head Start, we need to improve the model 
(Barnett  2011 ). One way to expand childcare may be to make such care more afford-
able through new, targeted subsidies for early childhood care (Ziliak  2014 ). A closer 
look at the programs that seem to work best in Boston and Chicago is a good start-
ing point. 
 Conclusion 
 Americans have always been more tolerant of income inequality than their European 
forbearers; perhaps this was because the average standard of living was increasing 
across the board and because the “rising tide was lifting all boats.” Americans also 
believed that inequality was acceptable because there was lots of movement up and 
down the income ladder. If one worked hard and followed the rules, he or she had a 
good chance of rising to the top (the “Horatio Alger” ideal). But the U.S. now faces 
a fourfold threat: stagnant growth in standards of living for all below the top rungs 
of the income ladder; a growing gap between the rich and the rest; high rates of early 
unplanned children by parents who are not prepared to raise them, and low rates of 
upward mobility that threaten belief in equality of opportunity. 
 Nowhere is this more apparent than in the recent patterns of uneven child devel-
opment at early ages. To paraphrase Robert Putnam ( 2015 ), “our kids” are not doing 
well and need help to succeed. Larger majorities do not believe their children’s 
generation will be as well off as they were. If we are to restore opportunity and 
improve upward mobility in the United States, we need to start very young and we 
need to begin right now. 

























































 Fig. 8A.1  Disparities in cognitive and socio-behavioral outcomes by income level at 9 and 24 
months (Source: Disparities in Early Learning and Development: Lessons from the Early 
Childhood Longitudinal Study – Birth Cohort (ECLS-B) – Executive Summary by Halle, Tamara, 
and Nicole Forry. Reproduced with permission of Child Trends Inc. in the format Republish in a 
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